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9, UNUSUAL FEEDING BEHAVIOUR IN THE PADDYBIRD OR 
INDIAN POND HERON ARDEOLA GRAYII 


During a visit to the Parambikulam Wildlife 
Sanctuary, Kerala State, in December 1982 
our attention was drawn to two unusual kinds 
of feeding behaviour in the Paddybird Ardeola 
grayii. 

Within that sanctuary water from the 23 
sq. km. Parambikulam dam feeds into the 
c. 3 sq. km,, Thunacadavu dam through a 2 
to 3 km long tunnel under high ground. The 
exit of the tunnel lies at the head of a small 
inlet or creek which extends for some 30 m 
and broadens from 5 to 15 m before opening 
into the lower dam proper. The banks of the 
upper part of the creek are steep and overhung 
by small trees, but nearer its mouth these 
give way to the same flat, open pebble and 
mud beaches that surround the rest of the dam. 
The water in the creek is deep and fast flow- 
ing, but not turbulent, and its current can be 
traced for a further 200 to 300 m out into 
the otherwise calm waters of the dam. The 
dam is heavily stocked with Carp and Tilapia 
spp. which tend to congregate towards the 
head of this flow of fresh water. Mahseer 
Barbus tor are also present and feeding flurries 
of these predatory fish, which surge right up 
to the mouth of the tunnel, cause frequent 
showers of small 5 to 10 cm long fish to leap 
into the air, apparently throughout the day. 

The creek, which is near the small resthouse 
in which we were staying, was visited at inter- 
vals from the afternoon of the Ist to the early 
morning of the 3rd December and on each 
occasion from 15 to 25 Paddybirds were found 
to be congregated there, although none were 
to be seen on the open shores of the dam. 
Those birds were perched either on low 
branches near to or overhanging the water or 
on a small group of boulders near the mouth 
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of the creek. Every few minutes one or more 
of them would take off and fly low over the 
water of the creek in an attempt to catch the 
leaping small fish on the wing. Flights were 
usually short and not more than 25 to 40 m 
in length, in the course of which a bird might 
swerve in pursuit of several different showers 
of fish before returning to the same or another 
perch. At no time was a bird seen to enter 
or make contact with the water. The rate of 
success in this method of fishing appeared to 
be low and on only three occasions during a 
total of perhaps 14 hours of watching was a 
fish actually seen to be taken, although other 
captures probably occurred which were not 
observed. All fish caught were taken to a perch 
before being eaten. Although several birds 
might be in the air at once, fishing appeared 
to be a purely individual effort and no kind of 
collaboration was observed. 

Much less frequently a single Paddybird, or 
occasionally two, would take off and fly out 
along the visible current line in the dam proper 
at a height of from 15 to 30 m. There they 
behaved in a rather clumsy, tern-like manner, 
quartering the water, attempting (not too un- 
successfully) to hover, and occasionally stoop- 
ing towards its surface, presumably after the 
less frequent showers of fish that were leaping 
there as well. The distance was too great for 
it to be seen if any fish were actually taken but 
on one occasion a bird was seen to alight on 
the water after such a stoop, which may have 
indicated success. Such flights over the dam 
rarely lasted for more than a minute or two. 

On the 2nd December similar tern-like 
feeding behaviour was observed in the same 
species on the larger Parambikulam dam. On 
that occasion from three to five Paddybirds at 
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a time were watched circling, half hovering 
and occasionally stooping over cach of the 
two patches of disturbed water where flocks 
of Cormorants Phalacrocorax carbo were fish- 
ing submerged and occasionally surfacing, pre- 
sumably again causing shoals of little fish to 
leap into the air. At no time was a Paddybird 
seen to make contact with the water at the 
end of a stoop but on three occasions one 
was observed afterwards to alight on it, 
although the distance was too great to see if 
it had anything in its beak. Both areas were 
more than half a kilometre from the shore and 
each Paddybird spent several minutes circling 
over one or other of them before returning 
to rest on the beach or in a group of dead 
trees standing in the water. 

Neither of these two methods of feeding 
appears to have been described in this species 
before, although tern-like behaviour has been 
recorded in other Ardeidae, notably the 
Eastern Reef Heron Egretta sacra, the inter- 
mediate Egret E. intermedia and the Snowy 
Egret E. thula (Sir Hugh Elliott, pers. comm.). 
The pursuit of leaping fish during short flights 
from a perch, which can perhaps be compared 
to the “bellyflopping on the water from an 
overhanging stone ledge’ behaviour referred 
to in Ali and Ripley, is probably an adaptation 
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to a particularly favourable local situation, be- 
cause there can be few other places where 
abundant shoals of small fish are forced into 
the air so close to a bank with such day-long 
regularity. If that is so the habit must be of 
fairly recent origin, because the Parambikulam 
dams were only completed in 1967 and, al- 
though they are understood to have been stock- 
ed shortly afterwards, it would be several 
years before fish populations could build up 
to the levels required to produce the present 
situation. However the habit is at least seven 
years old because we were told by both Mr. 
Jayarajan, the present warden, and Mr. V. 
Sadasivan, his predecessor, who have between 
them served continuously in the sanctuary 
since 1975, that they have regularly watched 
Paddybirds feeding in the creek in the manner 
described since they were first posted there. 
They also reported Paddybirds to have fed in 
a tern-like way on the open waters of both 
dams throughout the same period, although 


neither of them has seen either behaviour in 
the species elsewhere. 

We are most grateful to Mr. Jayarajan and 
Mr. Sadasivan for drawing our attention to 
the above phenomena and to Sir Hugh Elhott 
for help in the preparation of this note. 


I. R. GRIMWOOD 


M. J. C. BROCKLEHURST 
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